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Have you ever dellberately
taken a chance where the odds
were three to one that you
would be killed? If you saw
your child fall into deep water,
It Is likely that you would Im-
mediately plunge In and try te
save him without reasoning the
chances against your safety.
Suppose that your wife or sle
ter wera held captive in a house
by an armed maniac wheo Intend.
ed to kill .any would-be rescuer:
would you go and try to pacify
that maniac? Read this Install-
ment. See what desperate
chances Buck Dusne took to
prove his Innocence of a foul
crime,

CHAPTER Xii—Continued.

—_—

Duane has Just escaped into the un-
derbrush from a posse intent on lynch.
ing him,

The Rio Grande and Its tributaries
for the most of thelr length In Texns
ran between wide, low, flut Iands cov-
ered by a dense growth of willow,
Cottonwood, mesquite, prickly pear,

and other growths mingled with the |
willow, and altogether they mnde a |

matted, tangled copse, a thicket that
an inexperienced man would have
considered Impenetrable,

The depths of this brake Dunne had
penetrated was a sllent, dreamy,
atrange place. In the middle of the
day the light was welrd and dim,
When a breeze fluttered the follage,
tnen slender ghafts and spears of sun-
ahine plerced the green mantle and
danced like gold on the ground.

Duane hnd always felt the strange-
ness of this kind of place, and like-
wise he had felt a protecting, harbor-
ing s~mething which always seemed to
him to be the sympathy of the brake
for a hunted creature. Any unwound-
ed creature, strong nand resourceful,
was safe when he had glided under
the low, rustling green roof of this
wild covert,

Dunne wnnted to cross the river
it that was possible, and, keeping In
the bruke, work his way upstream till
he had reached country more hospit-
able. He pushed on, His left arm
had to be favored, as he could scarcely
move It. Using his right to spread
the willows, he slipped sldeways be-
tween them and made fast Ume,
Finally after a tollsome penetration
of still denser brush he broke through
to the bank of the river.

s faced a wide, shallow, muddy
stream with brakes on the opposite
bank extending like a green and yellow

wpite of the threbbing pain In
hs dropped at once Into
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CHAPTER XIIL,

How long Duane was trawveling out
of that reglon he never knew, But he
reached familiar country and found a
rancher who had befora befriended
him, Here his arm was attended to;
he had food and sleep; and in a couple
of weeks he wns himself again,

When the time eame for Dunne to
ride away on his endless trall his
friend reluctantly Imparted the In-
formation that some thirty miles south,
near the village of Shirley, there was
posted at a certanin cross-rond n re-
wanrd for Buck Duane dead or allve.
Duane had heard of such notlees, but
he had never meon one. His friend’'s
reluctance nnd refusal to state for
what particulnr deed this rewnrd was
offered roused Dunne's curlosity,
Abruptly he declded to ride over thera
and find out who wanted him dead or
allve, and why,

Townrd afternoon, from the top of
a long hill, Duane saw the green fields
nnd trees and shinlng roofa of a town
he considered must be Shirley, And nt
the bottom of the hill he cume upon
an Intersecting rond, There wand n
placard nalled on the cross-road sign-
post, Dunane drew rein near It and
leaned close to read the faded print.
21,000 REWARD FOont nUcK
DUANE DEAD OR ALIVE." TPeering
cloger to read the finer, more fuded
print, Dunne learned that he wns wints
od for the murder of Mra, Jeftf Alken
nt her runch near Shirley. The month
September was named, but the date
was illegible. The reward wns offered
by the woman's husband, whose game
nppeared with that of a sherils at
the bottom of the placard, -

Duane rend the thing twice, When
he strulghtened hie was sick with the
horror of his fate, wild with pussion
nt those misgulded fools who could
! belleve that he had harmed a womun,

A dark, pnssionnte fury possessod
him. It shook him like a storm shankes
the onk. When It passed, leaving him
cold, with clouded brow and plercing
eve, him mind wns set. Spurring his
horse, he rode stralght toward the
vilinge,

Shirley appeared to be a large, pre-
tentlous country town. A branch of
some rallroad terminated there, The
main street was wide, bordered by
trees and commodious houses, and
many of the stores were of brick, A
lnrge plaza shaded by ginnt cotton-
woogl occupled a central locntion.

Duane pulled his running horse and
halted him, plunging and snorting, be-
fore a group of ldle men who lounged
on benches In the shade of n spread-
ing cottonwood. How many times had
Dunne seen just that kind of Inzy
shirt-sleeved Texns group! Not often,
however, had he seen such plncid,
lolling, good-natured men change thelr
expression, thelr attitude so swiftly.
Hlis advent apparently was momentous,
They evidently took him for an un-
usual visitor. Bo far as Duane could
tell, not one of them recognized him,
had o hint of his Identity.

He slid off his horse and threw the
bridle,

“I'm Buck Duane,"” he sald. “I saw
that placard—out there on a sign-post.
It's & damn lle! Bomebody find this
man Jeff Alken, I want to see him,”

His announcement was taken in ab-
solute sllence, That wns the only.
effect he noted, for he avolded looking
at these villagers. The reason was
simple enough; Duane felt himself
overcomo with emotion. There were
tears in his eyes, He sat down on a
bench, put his elbows on his knees
and his hands to his face, For once
he had absolutely no concern for his
fate. This Ignominy was the last
.m"

Presently, however, he hecame
aware of some kind of commotion
among these villngers. He heard
whispering, low, hoarse volces, then
the ghuflle of rapld feet moving away.
All at once n violent hand jerked his
gun from la holster. When Duane
rosa & gount man, livid of face, shak-
ing llke a leaf, confronted him with
his own gun.

“Hands up, thar, you Buck Duane!"
he roared, waving the gun.

That appeared to bo the cue for
pandemonium to break loose, Beveral
men lay hold of his arms and pinloned
them behind his back. Resistance was
useless even If Duane hod had the
One of them fetched his
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personality, turned to the gaunt man,
who siill waved Duane's gun.

“Abe, put the gun down,” he sald.
“It might go off. Here, give it to me.
Now, what's wrong? Who's this roped
gent, an' what's he done?

The gaunt fellow, who appeared now

nbout to collapse, lfted & shaking
hand and polnted,
“Thet thar  feller—he's Buck

Dunne " he panted.

An angry murmur ran through the
surrounding crowid.

“The rope! The ropel Throw It
over n branch! String him up " cried
un exelted villager.

“Abe, how do you know this fellow
{a Iluck Dunne?' the cowboy asked,
sharply.

“Why—he sald 8o.,"” replied the man
called Abe,

“Whut I came the exclamatlon, in-
crodulously.

“It's a tarnnl fact” panted Abe,
wanving his hand lmportautly, He
wns nn old man and appenred to be
earrled away with the signifiennce of
his deed. "He llke to rid' his hoss
right over ns.all, Then he Jumped off,
roys he was Buek Duane, an' he want-
ed to see Joff Alken bad”

This specch enused a second cotas
maotion as noley though not =o enduring
ns the first, When the cowhoy, nssist-
otl by n couple of his mutes, had re-
stored  order agaln, someons  had
slpped the noose-end of Dunne's rope
over his head. -

“Up with him!" secrecched a wild-
eyed youth,

The mob surged closer was shoved
back hy the eowhoys.

“Abe, If he's Buck Duane how'n hell
did you get hold of his gun?' bluntly

querled the cowboy,
“Why—he set down thar—nan' he
kind of hid his face on his hund. An'
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faces, ke the men, Bome were young
and comely, and most of these seemed
agitated by excltement or distress.
They cast fearful, pitylng glances up-
on Duane as he stood there with that
noose around his neck, Women were
more human than men, Duane thought.
He met eyes that dliated, seemed
fascinnted at his gaze, but were not
averted. It was the old women who
wera voluble, loud In expression of
their feelings,

“Thar comea Jeff Alken now,” called
a man, loudly,

The crowd shifted and trampled In
eagerness,

Duann saw two men coming fast,
one of whom, In the lead, was of stal-
wart bulld. e had a gun In his hand,
and his manner was that of flerce en-

lift as he went up. Then the cowboy's
hard face softened In a smiis,

“I reckon It ain't uncivil of me to
pay—hit that road quick!"” he sald,
frankly.

He led the horse out of the crowd.
Alken jolned him, and between them
they escorted Duane across the plaza,
The erowd appeared irresistibly drawn
to follow,

Alken paused with his big hand on
Duane's knee. In It, unconsclously

prouably, he still beld the gun.
“Duane, & word with you," he sald.
“I belleve you're not 8o bluck as you've

ergy.

The cowboy Bibert thrust open the
Jostling clrcle of men,

“Hold on, Jef®," he enlled, and he
blocked the man with the gun, He
spoke so low Dunne could not hear
what he gald, and his form hid Alken's
face. At that juncture the crowd
epread out, closed In, and Alken nnd
Sthers wore enught In the clrele, There
wia a pushing forward, n pressing of
many bodies, honrse erles nnd flinging
hands—naganin the Insane tumuolt was
nbout to brenk out—the demnnd for
nn outlnw's blond, the enll for . wild
Justice executed a thousnnd times be-
fore on Texas' bloody sall,

Bihert bellowed nt the doark en-
erouching muss, The cowbhoys with
him beat and euffed In valo,

“Jeff, witl you lsten?” broke In Bl-
bert, huseledly, hls hauds on the other
man's wrim.

Alken nodded eoolly, Dunne, who
had seen many men in perfect eontrol
of themselves under elremstanees ke
these, recognized the spicit that domi-
nuted Alken. e was white, eald,
passionless, There wera lines of hitter
grief deep round hia lips, If Duane
ever felt the meanlog of death he felt
it then,

“Sure this 's your gnme, Alken,"
snld Sibert. "But hen: me n minute,
1 reckon you'd better hold on il you
hear what he hasg to say."

Then for the first tima the drawn-
foced, hungry-eved glont turned his
guze upon Duane.  He hod Intelligoncs
which wus not yet subiervient to poas-
wlon, Moreover, he seeted the kind
of man Duane would cure to have
Judge him In a critical moment llke
this.

“Listen,” snld Dunne, gravely, with
his eyes stendy on Alken's, “I'm Buck
Dunne. 1 never lled to any man In my
Hfe. I wna forced Into outlawry, ['ve
never hud a chance to leave the
country. I've kliled men to save my
own life. 1 rode thirty miles to-dny—
deliberately to see what this reward
was, who made It, what for, When 1
read the placard I went sick to the
bottom of my soul. 8o I rode in here
to find you—to tell you this: I never
saw Bhirley before to-day, It was lm-
possible for me to have—kllled your
wife, Last September 1 was two
hundred mlles north of here on the
upper Nueces. I can prove that. Men
who know me will tell you I eouldn't
murder a woman, I haven't any ldea
why such n deed shoutd be luld at
my hands, It's just that wild border
gossip. And see here, Alken. You un-
derstand I'm a miserable man, I'in
nbout broken, I guess., I don't care
any more for lfe, for anything, If
| you can't look me In the eyes, mon to
| man, and belleve what I say-—-why, by
God ! you can kill mel"

Alken Leaved a grent breath.

“How'n Hell Did You Get His Guni”

Lmhbcd his gun an' got the drop on
m,"”

What the cowboy thought of this
was expressed In a laugh, His mates
likewise grinned broadly. Then the
leader turned to Duane,

“Stranger, I reckon you'd better
speak up for yourself,” he sald,

That stliled the crowd as no com-
mand had dome, “I'm Buck Duane,
all right,"” sald Duane, quietly, “It was
this way—"

The big cowboy seemed to vibrate
with a shock, All the ruddy warmth
left his face; his jaw began to bulge;
the corded velns In his neck stood out
in knots. In an Instant he had a hard,
stern, strange look, He shot out a
powerful hand that fastened in the
front of Duane's blouse,

“Somethin’ queer here. Rut If
you're Duane you're sure In bad. Any
fool ought to know that. You mean
it, then?"

“I'm Duane; yes. But I won't stand
for the blame of things I never did.
That's why I'm here. 1 saw that pla-
card out there offering the reward.
Until now I never was within half a
day's ride of this town. I'm blamed
for what I nover did. I rode In here,
told who I was, asked somebody te
send for Jeff Alken.”

“An' then you set down an’ let this
old guy throw your own gun on you?"
queried the cowboy In amaszewent,

“I gueas that's it,” replied Duane,
“Well, It's powerful strange, If you're
really Buck Duane what do you want
to see Alken for?” -

“Buppose we send for Alken an' he
hears you an' doesa't belleve you;
what then?

“If he won't belleve me—why, then
my c:-u‘s 50 bad—I'd be belter off

A momentary silence was broken by
Bibert.

“If this lsn't & queer deal!
reckon we'd better send for Jeff.”

“Buck Duane, whether I'm Im-
pressed or not by what you say need-
n't matter, You've had accusers,
Justly or unjustly, as will goon appear.
The thing Is we can prove you In-
nocent or gullty, My girl Lucy saw
my wife's assallant.”

He motioned for the crowd of men
to open up,

“Somebody—you, Bibert—go
Lucy. That 'll settle this thing."

Duane heard as a man In an ugly
dreams, The faces around him, the
hum of volces, all seemed far off, His
life hung by the merest thread. Yet
he did not think of that so much a8
of the brand of & womnn-murderer
whi¢h might be soon wsenled upon
him by a frightened, Imaginative child,

Tho erowd trooped apart and closed
ngaln. Dunne cnught a blurred lmage
of a slight girl clinging to Sibert's
hand. He could not see distinectly.
Alken lifted the child, whispered sooth-
Ingly to her not to be afrald, Then
he fetched her closer to Duane.

“Lucy, tell me, Did you ever seo
this man before?" asked Alken, huskily
and low, “Is he the one—who came
in the house that day—struck you
down—and dragged mama—1"

Alken's volce falled.

A lightning flash seemed to clear
Duane's blurred sight He saw n
pale, sad face and violent eyes fixed
in gloom and horror upon his, No
horrible moment in Duane's life ever
equaled this one of sllence—of sus-

for

pense,
“It ain't him [" cried the child,

crowd awoke to hoarse exclamations.

“Bee there, my locoed gents, how
easy you'd hang the wrong man”
burst out the cowboy, as he made the
rope-end hiss. *“You-all are a lot of
wise rangers. Haw! haw "

is
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“It Ain't Him!"

been piinted. T wish there wns time

to sny more. ‘Pell me this, anyway.
o you know the Ranger Captain Mue-
Nelly?*

“1 1o not,” replled Dunne, In sur-
prise,

“1 met him only a week ngo over In

“He declired yon never killed my wife,
1 dn't belleve him—argued with him,
We almest had hard words over |t
Now—I"m sorry. The last thing he
sald wns: ‘If you ever see Duane
don't kill mim.  Send him nto my
camp after durk!’ He meant some-
thing strange.  What—I ean’t say.
But he wns right, and [ was wrong.
It Lucy had buatted an eye I'd have
killed you, Sl T wouldn't ndvise you
to hunt up MacNelly's eamp, He's
clever, Maybe he belleves there's no
treachery In his new idens of ranger
tactles, I tell you for all it's worth,
Gooil-by. May God help you further
a8 he did this day "

Duane said good-hy and touched the
horse with his spurs,

“8o long, Buck!" called Sihert, with
that frank smlile breaking warm over
hls brown fuace; and he held his
sombrero high.

CHAPTER XIV.

When Duane reached tha crossing
of the ronds the name Fualrfield on
the sign-post seemed to be the thing
that tipped the oscilinting balance of
declsion In favor of that direction. If
he had been driven to hunt up Jeft
Alken, now he was ealled to find this
unknown ranger eaptain. In Dunne's
state of mind clear reasoning, com-
mon sense, or keenness were out of
the question. He went becausa he felt
he was compelled,

Dusk had fallen when he rode Into
a town which Inquiry discovered to
be Falrfleld.

There did not appear to be any
enmp on the outskirts of the town.
But as Duane sat his horse, peering
around and undeclided what further
move to make, he caught the glint of
flickering lights through the darkness.
Feading toward them he saw the mov-
Ing forms of men and heard horses.
He advanced naturally, expecting any
moment to be halted.

“Who goes there?" came the sharp
call out of the gloom.

Duane pulled his horse.
was Impenetrable,

“One man—alone,” replied Duane,

“What do you want?"

“I'm trying to find the ranger camp.”

“You've struck it. What's your
errand 1

“Il want to see Captain MacNelly."

“Get down and advance, Blow,
Don't move your hands, It's dark,
but I can see”

Duane dismounted, and, leading his
horse, slowly advanced a few paces.
He saw a dully bright object—a gun—
before he discovered the man who
held 1t. A few more stops showed a
dark figure blocking the trall. Here
Duane halted.

“Here, ranger, understand this. My
vislt 1s peaceful—fricndly if you'll let
it be. Mind, I was asked to come
here—after dark.”

Duane's clear, penetrating volce
earried far. The listening rangers at
the camp-fire heard what he sald.

“Ho, Pickens! Tell that fellow to
wait," replled an authoritative volece,
Then a slim figure detached Itself
from the dark, moving group at the
camp-fire and hurried out.

“Better be foxy, Oap,” shouted a
ranger, In warning.
“Shut up—all of you," was the re-

ply.

This officer, obviously Captaln Mac-
Nelly, soon jolned the two rangers
who were confronting Duane, He had
no fear, He strode straight np to
Duane,

“I'm MacNelly," he sald. “If you're
my man, don't mention your name—
yor."

All this sesmed strange to Duana, in

The gloom
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keeping with much thr' had happened
lately.

“T met Jeff Alken to-day” sald
Duane, “He sent me—"

“You've met Alken!” exealmed
Maclielly, sharp, eager, low, “8y all
that's bully!" ‘Then he appegssd to
catch himself, to grow restrained

“Men, fall back, leave us alone &
moment.”

The rangera slowly withdrew.

“Buck Dusne! It's you? he
whispered, eagerly.

“Yea"

“If I give you my word you'll not
be arrested—you'll be treated falrly—
will you come Into camp and consult
with me?"

“Certalnly.”

“Duane, I'm sure glad to meet you,"
went on MacNelly; and he extended
his hand.

Amagzed and touched, searcely realiz-
tng this actuality, Dunne gnve his hand
and felt an unmistakable grip of
warmth,

“It doesn't seem naturnl, Captain
MacNelly, but I belleve I'm glad to
meet you,” snld Duane, soberly,

Faleftie 1, went on Alken, hurrledly.

“You will Le. Now we'll go back to
enmp. Keep your identity mum for the

present.”
He led Dunne in the direction of the

| enmp-fire,
go back on duty” he

' “PMekens,
| ordered, “and, Beeson, you look after
| this horse*
| When Dunne got beyond the line
|nf mesquite, which had hid a good
view of thes eamp site, he raw a group
| of perhnps fifteen rangers  sitting
| aronnd the fires, nenr a long, low shed
where horses wera feeding, and
| gmnll adobe house at one slde,
“\Wa'va Just had grub, bat I'll see you
got some, Then we'll talk"™ sald

MaceNelly. “T've taken up temporary

quanrters here. Have a rastler job on

hand, Now, when you've enten, come
| right into the house."

Duane wos hungry, but he hurried
through the ample supper that was
gt before him, urged on by curlosity
nnd astonishment. While enting he
had hent keen eyen around him, After
n first nquiet serutiny the rangers ap
parently pald no mo’e attention to
m., They were all veterans In serv-
feo—Dunne saw that—and rugged,
powerful men of Ilron constitution.
Dienplte a genernl conversation of
enmpfire nature, Duane wns not de-
celved about the fact that his advent
had heen an unusual and striking one,
which hnd cansed an undercurrent of
conjectura and even consternation
among them. These rangers were too
well tralned to appear openly curlous
ahout their eaptain's guest. As It
wns, Dunne felt n suspense that must
have been due to a hint of his
Identity.

He was not long In presenting him-
self nt the door of the house,

“Come In and have a chalr,” sald
MncNelly, motloning for the one other
occupant of the room to rise. “Leave
us, Russell, and close the door, I'll
be through these reports right off.”

MacNelly sat at a table upon which
was a lamp sod various papers. Seen
in the light he was a fine-looking,
soldlerly man of about forty years,
dork-halred and doark-eyed, with o
bropzed face, shrewd, stern, strong, yet
not wanting In kindiiness. He seanned
hastily over some papers, fussed with
them, and finally put them Iin enve
lopes. BSettling back In his chalr, he
faced Dunne, making a valn attempt
to hide what must have been the ful-
filment of a long-nourished curiosity.

“Duane, I've been hoplng for this
for two years,” he began.

Dunne smiled a little—a smile that
felt strange on his face. He had never

“Come In and Have a Chair,”

been much of a talker,
ho:: seemed more than ordinarily difi.
cu

MacNelly must have felt that.

He looked long and earnestly at
Duane, and his quiek, nervous manner
changed to grave thoughtfulness,




